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Abstract 
The following research study is based on a micro-sociological approach to the phenomenon of immigration (Bös, 1998). It also 
focuses on the global view of international migration and emphasizes the fact that immigration can never be separated from 
emigration but they are two different processes of the same phenomenon. (Sayad, 2004). The primary purpose of the study is to 
explain inter-cultural coexistence not only from the perspective of immigrants but also from the viewpoint of the indigenous 
population of Fortezza, a small village in South Tirol, northern Italy. As the Latin preposition "inter" expresses, the study is 
trying to detect what is going on “between” the groups, where conflicting views exist despite the overlapping of the two worlds.  
© 2011 Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
Prior to 1970 Italy was a country of emigrants. Only since the 1980s, has Italy become one of the most important 
European countries for immigrants. Official data estimates that in Italy there are currently about 2.5 million 
foreigners. This demonstrates that the proportion of foreigners estimated to be about 4.2% is just below the 
European average (5.2%) (Caritas Italiana & Fondazione Migrantes, 2010). The Italian government and the majority 
of the Italian population see and treat immigration as a “problem” (Basso & Perocco, 2000). The intent of the recent 
immigration laws passed by the government (1990, 1998, 2002) shows how restrictive the Italian policy is, 
particularly since 2002 (Bossi-Fini law), and that its major aims are to limit legal immigration and to combat illegal 
immigration more effectively. The relatively sudden transformation from a country of emigrants into a host country, 
has contributed to more internal tensions (Treibel, 2008).  
The current belief is that migration is a temporary phenomenon (Petrovic et al., 2006). This attitude denies the 
increasingly structural character, which migration has achieved in recent years in Italy. In the eyes of Italian politics 
and in society immigrants have a status which Sayad (2004, p. 124) in his book “The double absence”, describes as 
follows: “Something temporary that has become permanent and something permanent which is experienced as 
though it were temporary”. Like other authors (see Pries, 2003; Broden & Mecheril, 2007) Treibel (2008) also 
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highlights that migration is one of the social areas in which modern societies are experiencing the most severe 
changes. This is due to the fact that migration affects not only one area of communal life, but it affects all areas of 
our social life. This situation can’t be considered as stress-free. There are tensions that can be described as 
unresolved and according to some authors the reasons for conflicts between natives and immigrants can be found in 
these unresolved tensions of the host country itself (see Hoffmann-Nowotny, 1973; Treibel, 2008). So it becomes 
crucial to analyze common customary practices and forms of institutions. Social normality and boundaries must be 
considered in the course of migration research and have to be discussed or problematized (Broden & Mecheril, 
2007).
Social boundaries have a dual characteristic: they are inclusive and exclusive at the same time. This dual 
characteristic is vital for their creation and their maintenance. Boundaries in increasingly complex societies can be 
regarded as of fundamental importance. The resulting divide is interpreted by Simmel (1997) as a fundamental 
structural feature of human social life. It is therefore not the question of whether there are any ethnic differences and 
social boundaries, but it is rather the question of when and for whom boundaries become a problem. Social distance 
as a sociological concept dates back to Robert Park (1924). The main characteristic of social distance is that it is not 
an individual act, but encompasses a whole class or group of people that determines the magnitude of the proximity 
to another or to the other group (see Ganter, 2003; Ferrante, 2007). The perception of individuals as members of 
certain groups serves in highly complex realities to reduce its complexity. Since the late 1970’s the idea of 
homogeneity has indeed been called into question in many areas of society, yet it is maintained in practice. 
Especially in increasingly diverse and unmanageable realities the idea of homogenous realities acquires new 
importance (Kessl & Reutlinger, 2007). In this process individuals are assigned certain core characteristics of 
specific categories that are related to the in-group or to the out-group. Ethnicity becomes a crucial element of this 
classification process (Groenemeyer & Mansel, 2003). According to several authors this categorization increases the 
social distance between the different groups (Ganter, 2003; Kessl & Reutlinger, 2007; Steinbach, 2008). 
Nevertheless, even if social distance as a research category is based on the demarcation of boundaries between 
certain groups, it is also important to figure out which groups come together, how strongly they get in contact, and 
what interests they pursue.  
Also the integration processes cannot be separated from this discussion. Moreover, integration is a concept which 
has been interpreted in various contexts and disciplines, assuming different meanings over the last decades. 
Consequently, the concept has become so overused that a clear, universally accepted definition is almost impossible. 
Originally, the term “integration” came from Latin and meant “addition”, “completion”. This translation suggests 
that there must be something that has to be completed, such as the culture for example. At the same time it 
reproduces the division of “us” and “the other” and who and where someone has to integrate himself, and who does 
not. In this way the term integration distinguishes clearly between the self and the other, the normal and the deviant 
(Dirim et al., 2010). As a common consensus of various theories can be assumed, it is a bilateral process between 
migrants and host societies. But it is still questionable which performance each part should provide. Following the 
analysis of Esser (2003, 2006) and Heckmann (1992), two authors who describe integration as a process that 
comprises several phases and ultimately leads to assimilation, the main effort requires the immigrants to adapt 
themselves in order to become more and more assimilated to the traditions of the host country. Although Esser 
(2003) noted in his studies that the concept of assimilation is far from obsolete the failed attempts in integration in 
most European countries show the opposite: the assimilation stage as the highest level of integration has not been 
achieved (see Treibel, 2008).  
Moreover, what happens to those who do not adapt, or do not want to act and think alike? They may be tolerated, 
but  a  certain  suspicion  is  unavoidable  (Castro  Varela  &  Dhawan,  2007).  They  remain  suspects,  they  remain  the  
others. The power structure, which declared these suspects, is not a repressive force, as described by Weber (1990), 
but a new, more modern kind of power that works through the attribution of social fortunes (see Castro Varela & 
Dhawan, 2007). 
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2. Methodology 
2.1. Project  
The EAHPST (Expatriate Acculturation into the Host Population of South Tyrol project) research project is based 
on an project of the European Social Fund entitled “Sustainable Intercultural Integration in Local Communities 
(SILC)”. It was launched in September 2009 in Fortezza, a small village in northern Italy by the OEW, the biggest 
NGO working in the field of international development in South Tyrol, Italy. From September to June 2010 a total 
of ten workshops were held during which it was planned, jointly with the population, on how the inter-cultural 
coexistence could be promoted in the village. The participation of the residents was crucial in this process. During 
these workshops a core group developed the idea of the festival of diverse communities, which was organized and 
implemented as the highlight of the project. The festival of diverse communities was held on 1 May 2010 and the 
scientific evaluation of the overall process was carried out by the authors. The main focus of the evaluation was on 
the critical analysis of intercultural coexistence, and on those criteria which could promote or hinder the 
sustainability of intercultural project work. 
2.2. Setting
Fortezza, with its 980 inhabitants, is one of the smallest communities in South Tyrol. However, it has the second 
largest foreign population of the country (18.5% of the total population). Actually, in this very restricted territory, 
seventeen different nations live together. The largest ethnic groups are from Pakistan, Bangladesh, Morocco and 
Macedonia. Fortezza has always been a migrant village, so it was difficult to find a simple answer to the question of 
“who is the foreigner in Fortezza?” In its recent history, two major migration phases are identified: a) after the 
second world war in 1945 mainly Italian immigrants moved here for work; b) later, in the 90s, mainly non-EU 
citizens made South Tyrol their home. 
2.3. Research instrument  
For the evaluation a total of 30 semi-structured interviews were conducted with the residents in Fortezza. Data 
collection was divided into two parts: in the first phase, semi-structured interviews were conducted with the 
participants of the workshops whereas the second phase focused on the interviewing of people who had not 
participated in the workshops. For the analysis of the semi-structured interviews we concentrated on the method of 
objective hermeneutics (Wagner, 2001; Wernet, 2009; Friebertshäuser & Prengel, 2003) by Overmann, more 
accurately, and on the sequence analysis, by Overmann. Using the computer program MaxQDA (2009) an additional 
category system was developed.  
3. Results 
3.1.  Integration: in search of a definition 
The results show that the inhabitants of Fortezza could not describe the term integration clearly. Therefore, they 
gave very general interpretations, based on everyday life, as reflected in the following statements: “Integrazione 
vuole dire fare una vita e parlandoci normale (...), ma forse è la vita quotidiana che fai insieme”- Integration means 
living a normal dayly life together (RK, (pseudonym), interview by authors, Fortezza, June 13, 2010) or 
“Integrazione succede nelle cose piccole, (…) se no che altro vuoi fare?”- Integration happens in little things (…), if 
not, what else can we do? (RK, (pseudonym), interview by authors, Fortezza, June 07, 2010)- It can be assumed that 
there is a discrepancy between theory and practice regarding the concept of integration. This discrepancy means that 
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the practical application of the theoretical concept at the local level is perceived as more difficult, as the following 
quote once again illustrates: “Io odio questa parola, perchè è stata usato troppo e ha perso il suo significato” (HO, 
(pseudonym), interview by authors, Fortezza, July 07, 2010). Basically the interviewee affirms that she hates that 
word because it was used too often and thus has lost its credibility and its meaning. Sayad (2004) calls it, the 
political and social “weight of words” the term has achieved over time through various interpretations in different 
disciplines. Integration, in his opinion is one of those processes, from which one can say only after, whether it 
succeeded or not. It is a continuous process, where it is difficult to grasp a beginning and an end. Given the 
increasing complexity of migration personal histories, which are lived with different expectations and social/cultural 
circumstances and objectives, it is increasingly difficult to put individual integration processes in predetermined step 
models (see step models of Heckmann, 1992; Esser, 2006). Fractions of these are, with increasing complexity of 
reality, the rule and not the exception (see transnational access, Pries, 2003, 2008).  
The relationship between locals and migrants in Fortezza can be described as a maze of social and cultural 
boundaries. These boundaries promote social inequality and power differentials in favor of the local population. 
That these differences may lead to social power hierarchies is supported by several sources (Broden & Mecheril, 
2007; Treibel, 2008; Munsch, 2010). In Fortezza it could be distinguished not only between locals and migrants, but 
more precisely, between the non-integrated immigrants, the integrated immigrants, the immigrant natives and the 
native-born residents: everyone in this hierarchical system wants to move up to the next group in order to get closer 
to the top group, the locals. This group split reflects two basic things: it shows on the one hand, that the two main 
groups (locals/migrants) do not constitute two homogenous groups but are heterogeneous and can be divided into 
subgroups. On the other hand, there is an existing power relationship, which runs from the top to the bottom. 
Integration concerns only the last group, which has to integrate itself. This is emphasized also by the harsh language, 
which is used in the interviews such as “they have to understand”, “you have to”, “they have to accept”, “I have to 
adapt myself”. 
3.2 Spatial proximity and social distance 
To understand the social and cultural boundaries in the village, we had to understand the relationships between 
the different groups. Therefore, we first observed the indigenous group (their history, their coexistence, the social 
and historical boundaries), then the group of migrants. After that, the “inter”, which happens “between” these two 
groups was analyzed. The relationships can be described with the concept of territorial proximity and social distance 
(Steinbach, 2008): people may live geographically close to each other, but have no significant social contact - they 
meet each other casually, while shopping for example. This is relevant not only for the two main groups (residents 
and migrants), but also for the relationships between the subgroups. The social distance between groups is not only a 
consequence of rising immigration numbers, but in a certain way can also be seen as historical and geographical 
reasons. In the interviews, Fortezza is referred to as a transit area or as a “sleeping” village. The reason for this is 
that most people do not work in the village but outside. Life in Fortezza is therefore always linked to a purpose, you 
live, or you sleep in the village. The only common interest which unites all the villagers together is the living space. 
From this situation it is difficult to socialize. Apart from a few social relations, social contacts within and 
between groups are rare. This is also reflected in the public rooms. There are no public spaces where people can 
meet. The “main meeting points” in the village are the playground, the railway station and the public bar. Each of 
these  spaces  is  tied  to  a  specific  group.  The  playground  to  the  local  and  foreign  mothers,  the  train  station  to  the  
workers, the bar to the locals. There is no public space that is shared across the groups. This is one of the reasons 
why diversity is happening only in private, but not in public life (see Groenemeyer & Mansel, 2003), which proves 
the following statement, “ci accontentiamo di questo, le culture vengono vissuti più nel privato, non li vedo tanto”- 
we are content with this, the cultures are more lived in private, I do not see them much in the public spaces (SA, 
(pseudonym) interview by authors, Fortezza, June 09, 2010). This in turn contributes to the sense of community in 
the village which appears less pronounced: the subjective is superimposed on the collective. 
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3.3 Intercultural project 
The analysis of project implementation focused not only on the content of the project itself, but more on the way, 
how the project was launched and implemented, and above all, what social consequences the project had for the 
village community. We considered the community as a dynamic system, which can be influenced and changed by 
various inputs (see Luhmann, 1991). An attempt was made to filter out criteria that can promote or hinder a positive 
output. The decisive factor for a positive output, was a contextual inventory of the social fabric and the social 
dynamics. This step was not fully taken into account in Fortezza. Fortezza was selected as the project area due to the 
high proportion of foreigners. There were no details collected in advance about the current situation, the relationship 
between locals / migrants, or about the needs and wishes of the different groups.  
Furthermore, it can be said that the aim of the organization was to promote inter-cultural coexistence and to 
initiate contact moments between the inhabitants. From the majority of the indigenous population migration was 
shown as a “problem”, which must to be solved, or kept under control in some form. The festival of diverse 
communities and the whole project could therefore be seen by the organization and the local population as a 
prevention input or as a short encounter, so that future trouble will be avoided or reduced. Now, prevention work in 
and of itself is not negative, but there is the risk that people with a migrant background will be stuck in the socially 
prescribed drawer called “migrants” and thus be considered as potentially “antisocial” (Dirim et al., 2010).  
Another point to underline is that the aim of the project was not made sufficiently transparent, so it could not be 
understood clearly by the whole population. The festival of diverse communities, for example, was mostly perceived 
as a celebration of migrants. More specifically: a festival which should promote the integration of migrants, for one 
group and get attention by showing their own culture for the first time in a public space to the other groups. This 
reflects the inconsistency with which the project was carried out and implemented and reflects also that the main 
aim of the project which was to organize a festival of diverse communities for the whole community in order to 
create encounter moments to provide for the village was not reached. The assumption that one can speak of an 
“entire” community, is relativized by the fact that the term itself expresses a contradiction. The assumption that we 
can talk about a closed group, is refuted by the data analysis. This unified group of people only exists in the rarest 
cases, and in time-limited contexts. During the festival of diverse communities only the already-organized migrant 
groups and the active locals helped to organize and participate in the festivities. The many other residents of the 
village especially the German people were not reached. One interviewee suggested it was a division, even though 
they were all on the same site. The reason is culture has been defined by the various groups within the meaning of 
national culture highlighting the cultural diversities in the sense of a lived multiculturalism, tightened borders that 
were not repealed. What at first glance can be described as a successful festival of diverse communities, at a second 
glance can be considered having some critical moments.  
What happened? First, following Kessl and Reutlinger (2007) we can underline the so called 
Homogenisierungsdilemma. The design of the multi-cultural festival of diverse communities based on the 
assumption that the residents belong to specific countries of origin. Each country could present itself by the typical 
food, by traditional dances and typical clothes of the home country. Such a reductive mapping of people in certain 
nations deny fundamental differences even within their own ethnic group. There is also the danger that these 
stereotypical attributions are not overcome, but reproduced and therefore not only the foreign but also the self-
ascription is supported (Kessl & Reutlinger, 2007). The image of culture as rigid containers or as fixed memberships 
at the same time, stabilize hegemonic structures (Broden & Mecheril, 2007). Castro Varela (2007) makes clear that 
people, when they present their culture and talk about it, produce not only knowledge, but always contribute a piece 
of ignorance, that is ignorance within the meaning of this very promotion of reductive attributions and stereotypes.  
Within the target group two types of outputs can be defined. Output 1 concerns the core group, the group that 
participated in the workshops: the output can generally be described as positive, since the participants identified 
intensely over a longer period with the project and the festival of diverse communities. For them, the period of the 
workshops showed a continuous “get to know each other”, where its first purpose was to find a common language 
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and cultural level. These new, cross-cultural relations were also visible outside the workshop group. People met in 
their spare time, had dinner together. However, this increased contact with the locals led some foreign immigrants to 
break off social relations within the ethnic groups that did not participate. “Infatti, con due/tre famiglie il rapporto si 
è peggiorato. Prima della festa eravamo amici e adesso non ci salutiamo neanche più”- In fact, with two or three 
families, the relationship has deteriorated. Before the festival we were friends and now we do not even greet each 
other (SO, (pseudonym), interview by authors, Fortezza, June 06, 2010). 
Participants in the workshops were seen as active and were already actively involved in the initial planning 
phase. The idea to organize a festival of diverse communities, was an idea that emerged out from the core group. 
Therefore it was seen as a bottom-up project. This long process was crucial in order for the core group to identify 
itself with the festival of diverse communities: the responsibility and motivation increased within every individual. 
Also, the organizers of the project remained more in the background thus having a positive effect on the independent 
work of the core group.  
The Output 2, refers to the village community that did not witness this process. Here, the project achieved no 
lasting results. Due to the changing social dynamics, the imprecise definition of goals and the difficulty inspiring 
especially the German population for the project, this type of output could be considered rather negative and 
unsustainable. There are currently internal power differentials between ethnic groups, particularly in relation to the 
majority, which determine the ratio between the groups. The different ways to access the education system, the 
housing market or the labor market were not included. Rather, there are also different practices of ethnic groups, 
political and cultural resources in the region to mobilize, which must be taken into account here (Bommes, 2003). 
4. Conclusion 
The aim of the SILC project “Sustainable Intercultural Integration in Local Communities”, was to enable existing 
resources and develop social networks. As the results of the study show, networking succeeds especially if prior 
network structures already exist before explicit inputs and interventions. Conversely, it appears to be very difficult, 
as illustrated in output 2 above. The newly formed networks are usually closed, goal-oriented groups. Links seem to 
be working where they fit in space and time. Active members of the community in Fortezza were completely 
involved in the project, while others, especially the German population was almost completely absent. Where 
internal dynamics are ignored, where it is difficult to appeal to all groups, there is a risk for subsequent projects to 
reproduce the existing network structures and the non-parties continue to have difficulties participating. As is 
evident from the results, there is a dominant network in the village. It seems important to activate and support 
networks that lie across of this one. Otherwise, the only ones who benefit from such projects are those that already 
have networks and those who have the resources to build up networks.  
We have also seen that space-related project work is constantly in danger of reproducing this homogenization or 
simplified attributions. Accordingly, it is mainly a matter of developing strategies to circumvent such processes 
rather than reproduce them.  
Intercultural projects must therefore have a reflexive attitude, which can be taken only if you acquire an insight 
into the details of the local context. Moreover, as an institution it is important to position yourself. Any proposed 
intervention must be legitimized at the local government level, at the technical level and with respect to the 
beneficiaries. Intercultural project work is always tied to a particular place, so it is imperative to be aware of the 
importance of the specific location of the various groups acting on different political, practical and daily levels, and 
the resources that already exist as opposed to the resources that can be activated. 
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